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Abstract
Objective: The purpose of this study was to understand what online adjunct faculty value as support
services, specifically professional development opportunities, provided by their respective higher education
institutions.
Method: This qualitative narrative inquiry study centered on exploring perceptions and experiences of online
adjunct faculty members from higher education institutions and their experiences and expectations of
professional development (PD), prior to and during COVID-19.
Results: The study resulted in the identification of possible improvements and enhancements to existing PD
content that would further support faculty personal development, mental health, wellbeing, and academic
growth.
Conclusions: This study reminds us that there are numerous variables, including unforeseen crises such as
the COVID-19 pandemic, that need to be considered when developing, implementing, and presenting PD for
online adjunct faculty professional and personal growth. Because faculty want to be listened to and heard, the
PD development and implementation process needs to be interactive to support online adjunct faculty,
regardless of whether the university is for-profit or not-for-profit.
Implication for Practice: The results based on online adjunct faculty experiences could lead to updating
professional development opportunities employed in different higher education institutions to promote
faculty self-actualization and ultimately, student success.
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Introduction
Due to the current climate of the COVID-19 pandemic, significant value exists in investing in university and
faculty development, especially when one of the main aims is to strengthen the mental health and wellbeing of
faculty members (Baker, 2020). Online colleges and universities take various approaches to program design,
technology delivery models, structural development, and quality of professional development (PD) programs.
The lack of uniformity in approach means that across and within higher education institutions, various college
or department driven strategies are applied to the development of PD programs that create inconsistencies
that may not be helpful to fulfilling the mission and vision statements of the respective college or university.
An effective uniform PD delivery framework could be used by colleges and universities to help them deliver
consistent online PD for adjunct faculty (Diep et al., 2019; Guskey, 2003). Guskey (2003) posited a need to
formulate PD programs that are effective with clear descriptions to support faculty. This is especially true in
the era of COVID-19 where online adjunct faculty rely on their institutions’ programs and services to help
provide essential PD to support faculty mental health and well-being while actively engaging students in
meaningful learning experiences.

Literature Review
The COVID-19 pandemic has greatly impacted tertiary education systems globally and challenged
stakeholders; therefore, supporting online adjunct faculty through updated professional development could
assist in creating a more positive distance learning culture during this time (Almazova et al., 2020; Gutterman
& Mitchell, 2016). Piazza and Rizzari (2020) affirmed the importance of improving the quality of university
teaching. However, while the correlation between the PD of faculty and the improvement of student learning
is apparent, PD has not been given continuous and systematic attention (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).
When online adjunct faculty participate in PD opportunities, an expected outcome is to actively engage with
other faculty and the PD content presented to develop and acquire skills that can be translated to actual
application in the classroom to support student learning. Online adjunct faculty see the importance of PD
offered by their institution as a means toward collaborative and collegial relationships leading to enhanced
teaching, thus fulfilling a possible void in professional skills (Gast et al., 2017; MacPhail et al., 2019; Stewart,
2014). A desired result of the PD process, either in workshops or training courses, is to include opportunities
for active learning where there is a greater probability of building awareness about and focus on curriculum
content for faculty to authentically learn tasks based on real-world activities (Doherty, 2011; Gast et al., 2017;
Gutterman & Mitchell, 2016; Stewart, 2014). Institutions of higher education develop PD for their faculty in
the hope that the intended learning outcomes of the training course will be employed in the classroom
(Doherty, 2011). In most cases, faculty do not implement the practices or skills presented during their PD in
the classroom, even when the professional development workshop or course received favorable ratings for the
experience and information learned (Doherty, 2011).
The expected outcomes of PD offered by the university, college, or department are that the concepts and
standards delivered are intentionally practiced by faculty when engaging with students in the classroom
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(Kuder Coach, 2018). Thus, the university needs to design and develop authentic PD activities and learning
environments to support faculty that include collaboration and reflection, and where needed, coaching to
continuously reinforce the teaching values of the institution (Herrington & Oliver, 2000; Stewart, 2014).
When online adjunct faculty are not able to actively translate the skills and practices learned into changed
teaching behavior, a disconnect occurs. Therefore, the possible outcomes for both the university and faculty of
implementing meaningful PD opportunities may be thwarted by barriers such as department support for
innovative practices, politics within the institution, motivation, or a cultural disconnect with online adjunct
faculty based on shared values and norms (Dede, 2004; Diep et al., 2019; Gast et al., 2017; Rienties et al.,
2013). When attitudes, motivation, commitment, self-efficacy, professional identity, and availability of online
adjunct faculty are considered, there is a greater probability for successful implementation of PD by higher
education institutions (Gast et al., 2017; Hwang, 2021).
Various successful avenues for quality PD in higher learning for online adjunct faculty exist. For example,
planning and providing ongoing PD experiences for online adjunct faculty at different stages of their tenure
within a department or college could aid in encouraging successful implementation of university-based
pedagogy (Felber, 2020; Frass et al., 2017; Hwang, 2021). Ongoing PD evaluation also could result in facultycentered, ongoing professional learning opportunities moving toward quality PD faculty support (DarlingHammond et al., 2017).
Faculty will pursue PD if the content is equitable, meaningful, includes praxis and reflection, and will increase
their level of job satisfaction throughout their career (MacPhail et al., 2019; Stewart, 2014). Most faculty will
seek PD to stay fresh in their respective field of content knowledge, develop new strategies to improve the
delivery of course content, and to meet the needs of their students to increase classroom engagement (Queens
University of Charlotte, 2021; van Dijk et al., 2020). If faculty are not presented with meaningful PD from
their institutions, professional organizations and conferences may offer information related to PD, since
professional organizations have the capacity and flexibility to provide online webinars, workshops, or
conferences that address current issues faced by higher education faculty (Salmi, 2020).
To improve expectations of professional learning, colleges and universities have various methods of delivering
PD training to their online adjunct faculty. Several studies exist that suggest how to evaluate the effectiveness
of PD offerings (e.g., see Baran & Correia, 2014; Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Mohr & Shelton, 2017). However,
a gap in the literature was found on a strategy or framework for understanding the desired outcomes of faculty
for their PD experience. Mohr and Shelton (2017) maintained that while the aim of university-based PD was
to develop faculty best practices for professional growth and further student learning, a need still exists to
support online adjunct faculty through a collegial campus climate that goes beyond the “typical focus on
technology, pedagogy, and course content” (p.134). Within the realm of PD, many higher education
institutions do not recognize the shifts in the knowledge base, motivation, and commitment of online faculty
or the timing in which PD events should occur (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Diep et al., 2019). Higher education
institutions are struggling to navigate the unprecedented demands to support their faculty during ‘normal’
times, yet the chasms have been exacerbated due to the global pandemic (Roy & Covelli, 2020; Ulmer, 2020;
Vlachopoulos, 2020). Acknowledging that a direct correlation exists between the quality of teaching and the
effectiveness of online programs offered by universities (Baran & Correia, 2014) may help drive the need for
universities to further invest in meaningful professional learning opportunities for faculty. Therefore,
understanding the needs of online adjunct faculty and rethinking goals of PD through thoughtful planning can
increase faculty engagement, effectiveness in the classroom, and loyalty to their respective institution (James
& Binder, 2012; Williams et al., 2014).
To support online adjunct faculty in obtaining PD training opportunities, dependence on reliable mobile
technologies has increased even more so with the advent of classes moving from traditional face-to-face
classroom interactions with students to online platforms (Earp, 2020; Vlachopoulos, 2020). Setswe et al.

Higher Learning Research Communications

70

Burleigh et al., 2021

Open Access

(2019) affirmed that the use of mobile technologies for PD in higher education has not been investigated and
is overlooked. Mobile technologies in the context of this study refer to the use of tablets, laptops, and cell
phones as means for institutions of higher education to communicate and offer PD to their online adjunct
faculty. Moreover, university human resource departments seldom, if ever, have set policies or frameworks
addressing training and support for online adjunct faculty (Schaffhauser, 2015; Straumsheim, 2015).
The purpose of this research was to analyze the effectiveness of PD programs in higher education institutions
in the United States, along with clear descriptions of contextual factors that may affect quality PD programs in
higher education. Employee development is important in developing good and reliable workers and will
enable them to improve their performance (Asio & Jimenez, 2020). Therefore, it is critical to provide
continuous training to online adjunct faculty to improve student attainment of learning outcomes and
engagement in the classrooms.

Theoretical Framework
In the current study, the integration of Knowles’ andragogy theory, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory, and
the studio thinking framework and habits of mind served to establish the foundation of the relationship
between online adjunct faculty’s need for professional growth, self-actualization, and implementation of skills
learned to further their professional craft. Each of the theories are intertwined in their application to online
adjunct faculty in the context of professional development and pursuit of career satisfaction. A direct
reference can be made between each of the theories and the processes needed to continuously support online
adjunct faculty learning with a connection to their respective institutions of higher education.

Knowles Andragogy
Andragogy is the “art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1980, p. 43; Loeng, 2018, p. 4). Knowles
affirmed that adults are “self-directed, problem-solving learners whose life experience constituted a
significant learning resource” (Bartle, 2008. p. 1). Adults are keen to discover knowledge to which they can
attach more meaning and have the potential to grow within their professional and personal practice
(Namaganda, 2020). Andragogy theory stands on the premise that adults develop intellectually, emotionally,
and psychologically, in accordance with their age. Online adjunct faculty thus have distinct needs for their
development (Bartle, 2008).
Knowles developed specific assumptions of andragogy. The first assumption is that adult learners, and for the
purpose of this study, online adjunct faculty, have an autonomous perception of self and can self-direct their
own learning. The second is that adults accumulate a wealth of life experiences that serve as a foundation and
a resource for their own learning. The third assumption is that adults are motivated to learn by their sense of
what is needed for their growth and roles in society. Assumption four describes the adult learner as centered
around and interested in applying knowledge immediately. The last assumption is that adults are driven to
learn by internal factors and not by external factors (Bartle, 2008; Loeng, 2018; Merriam, 2001). Accordingly,
humanistic psychology views Knowles’ theory of andragogy as a process where each learner is “autonomous,
free, and growth oriented” (Merriam, 2001, p.7).
Andragogy has increased with the popularity in distance learning (Shilpa Joshi, 2017). Students who were
resolute and autonomous perceived taking classes and open university courses online as the ideal means for
learning and completing a degree program that fits their lifestyle (Hussain, 2013; Shipla Joshi, 2017). Thus,
andragogy is viewed as learner-centered and specifically applicable to non-traditional adult learners (Shilpa
Joshi, 2017). In this study, the perceptions, and expectations of adjunct faculty from online non-traditional
institutions of higher learning is being sought. The discussion of andragogy in the current research
demonstrates its usefulness for exploring some of the frameworks and issues associated with professional
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development for online adjunct faculty; this is essentially a function of adult education. Andragogy also
contributes to how we understand the experiences and perspectives of online adjunct faculty as adult learners.
Hussain (2013) concluded that remote learners had a high level of satisfaction. If the learner’s selfactualization is the goal of andragogy (Knowles, 1980), then the facilitator’s role is not unlike that of a coach
who creates an environment and provides resources to help the adults realize their full potential and move
toward fully independent learning. Since the population for this study is from adjunct faculty teaching online,
these faculty qualify as remote learners in the context of growing in their professions.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs theory includes five levels of human needs with the highest being selfactualization. As shown in Figure 1, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs consists of (1) physiological, (2) safety, (3)
love and belonging, (4) esteem, and (5) self-actualization. As we move from a lower level to a higher level of
the pyramid, the need becomes less complex, and the number of people who realize that need decreases
(Schulte, 2018).
Figure 1. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Note: This model is adapted from the traditional Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs to support the needs and selfactualization of online adjunct faculty.

Maslow’s (1943) theory can be used in the context of professional development for online adjunct faculty.
Most online adjunct faculty have already had their physiological needs of air, food, and sleep met because they
already work at non-traditional universities to earn money or resources for food and recognize the need to
sleep to carry out their duties (Schulte, 2018).
The next level of Maslow’s (1943) theory is safety. Safety for online adjunct faculty may mean having a job but
being uncertain about its permanence, especially given the challenges on the economy presented by the
current COVID-19 pandemic. The fact that these adjunct faculty work online means that they do not have the
safety concern of contracting the COVID-19 virus through in-person interaction with students and other
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faculty. Their concern regarding safety may be tied to having a secure job or a promotion, which may be linked
to skills advancement and career development.
After safety needs, the next level of love and belonging may relate to job security but with a desire to increase
one’s income, work with various people, and increasingly enjoy the work. As online adjunct faculty’s pay and
quality of life increase, they may perceive a career development program as a means to increase pay. As
income and quality of life improve, they may view additional education as a way to make more money, have
more family time, save more money for retirement, and develop their personal interests.
The fourth level of esteem may translate to a desire to obtain a terminal degree for the title or to impress other
people. At the highest stage of Maslow’s (1943) theory, online adjunct faculty have attained stability in their
career but are driven to go further, driven by both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, which may comprise
leadership roles and executive positions. Adjunct online faculty members may strive to improve work for
others by actions such as conducting empirical research.
During level five, self-actualization, experienced online adjunct faculty may include “lifelong learning, desire
to mentor others, pursue a retirement career, or engage in philanthropy” (Schulte, 2018, p.64) to further
develop their personal growth. Because many find self-actualization difficult to attain, online adjunct faculty
who desire to achieve their individual best professionally may have difficulty reaching their goals (Schulte,
2018). Understanding the needs of online adjunct faculty can pave a way to improve existing or newly
developed PD programs (Schulte, 2018). Personal growth, either in one’s private endeavors or professionally,
is the essence of self-actualization which in turn increases self-esteem and career satisfaction (Abela, 2009;
Easterly & Myers, 2019).

Studio Thinking Framework and Habits of Mind
The studio thinking framework (STF) was initially developed following observation of art classes and is thus
usually associated with visual arts courses. STF can also be applied to professional development for online
adjunct faculty. Relationships between the seven interconnected components of the STF can be drawn to
explain how adults in the virtual environment can learn and develop creative and cognitive skills (Hetland et
al., 2013). Seven different habits of mind (HoM) or dispositions are illustrated in Figure 2. These dispositions,
identified by Sheridan (2009), include observe, envision, engage and persist, express, reflect, stretch, and
explore, and perfect a craft. The emphasis of HoM reveals a perspective that the goal of education is not
predominantly just work but to “take an engaged, attentive, creative, thoughtful, and skilled approach to work
and working” (Sheridan, 2009, p. 73) and that the dispositions ought to be utilized in all areas of learning.
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Figure 2. Seven Habits of Mind

Note: The adapted model, developed by the authors of this study, shows the circular and continuous relationship between
each of the seven dispositions within the Habits of Mind (Sheridan, 2009) beginning with the disposition of “observe,”
based on the Studio Thinking Framework as initially proposed by Hetland et al. (2013).

Perfecting a craft involves learning the appropriate language and conventions relevant for the instruction, as
well as learning the tools required for internet-based education (Frerichs et al., 2018). Engagement and
persistence apply to learning to accept associated problems inherent in the professional development program
that are significant to the online adjunct faculty member’s learning. Engaging and persisting also involve
being focused and adopting the mental fortitude favorable to working and persisting with each learning
activity (Sheridan, 2009; Steele et al., 2020).
Envisioning implies that the online adjunct faculty have a vision of where they want to go in self-development
and career advancement. Based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, people thrive to fulfill their higher order
needs and thus one can surmise that the online adjunct faculty member is in pursuit of or envisioning
themselves in a better position because of the professional development program. Envisioning one’s path
toward personal academic growth is an intrinsic disposition (Hetland et al., 2013). Demonstrating and
expressing personal meaning or feelings could relate to the thinking that adults attach meaning to their
learning, which is tied into their societal roles. Observing learning is a component of the framework that calls
for critical analysis of the material being learned as to see beyond the ordinary.
In applying aspects of the STF framework, adjunct faculty members’ online collaboration could inspire
understanding through threaded discussions and video conferences. Online adjunct faculty members can
evaluate their own work and growth against given standards of proficiency from their respective university,
college, and department (Namaganda, 2020; Tyers & Sillito, 2018). To stretch and explore, online adjunct
faculty must challenge themselves with an open mind and be willing to learn from unintended outcomes
(Steele et al., 2020). At the heart of one embarking on a professional development program is the goal of
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understanding the material and being able to apply the skills learned to further career advancement, job
satisfaction, and relevance to teaching practices within the field of higher education (Sheridan, 2009).
In the visual arts, just as in the art of teaching, the seven STF processes could build toward a perfect,
envisioned result or craft by online adjunct faculty to master content to support student learning. Within
higher education, when developing effective and meaningful PD opportunities, the process could engage and
encourage online adjunct faculty and students to interact, working toward a common, acceptable goal within
the instructional process. Thus, both the student and online adjunct faculty members could be able to envision
a path towards academic and professional growth.

Purpose of the Study, Research Questions, and Rationale
The purpose of this qualitative study was to obtain online adjunct faculty members’ expectations, experiences,
and perceptions of the PD support offered at their respective online institutions. The following questions
guided this study: What are the expectations of online adjunct university faculty when PD is delivered in an
online format? and What are the experiences of online adjunct university faculty when PD is delivered in an
online format?
Implementing a qualitative narrative inquiry approach, findings from the present study were compared with
PD experiences from online universities, possibly introducing standards that could be used in other
institutions (Guskey, 2003; Tyers & Sillito, 2018). Results could benefit online university PD programs and
provide mechanisms for their continuation despite crises such as the current need for social distancing
necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Universities offering online PD programs are not location specific
and can offer the programs at a convenient time (Setswe et al., 2019; Vlachopoulos, 2020) to support online
adjunct faculty who are adjusting to teaching students who are more vulnerable and stressed due to the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Implementing effective PD programs, which are current and relevant, could lead to increased faculty career
satisfaction leading to increased student success (Curwood, 2011; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Showers et
al., 1987). Easterly and Myers (2019) posited that seeking esteem and self-actualization is revealed through
career satisfaction. Maslow’s (1943) theory of motivation presents self-esteem and self-actualization as the
highest motivators in the hierarchy of needs.
Although each of the online adjunct faculty study participants were skilled in their respective fields,
understanding specifically what online adjunct faculty expect in PD opportunities is critical to promoting their
professional growth and engagement. When higher education institutions are active partners in PD, online
adjunct faculty may feel a deeper level of appreciation from their respective universities and departments
(Cheatham, 2020; Roy & Covelli, 2020; Vlachopoulos, 2020).

Methods
Nature of the Study
A qualitative narrative inquiry approach was employed for this study to obtain a deeper understanding and
gain the insights and perspectives of online adjunct faculty’s experiences of PD at their respective institutions.
The use of this approach allowed the participants latitude to express their views, feelings, beliefs, and
perceptions regarding personal experiences with PD at their respective institutions through semi-structured
interviews (Kim, 2016; Riessman & Speedy, 2018). Additionally, relevant, valuable, and insightful research
data can be gleaned during a narrative inquiry regardless of the number of participants (Boddy, 2016).
Through a content analysis, the stories of the study participants demonstrated how their PD experiences
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shaped their perceptions as contributing online adjunct faculty members of their teaching practices and their
universities.

Population and Sample
The study, approved by IRB, included a population of experienced adjunct faculty from online universities
who, at the time of this study, were members of the Association for Educational Communications and
Technology (AECT), which is an educational professional organization. An invitation was sent to
approximately 2000 members located inside and outside of the United States. Study participants were online
adjunct faculty in higher education who had a minimum of five years of online teaching experience for a
university or college and who had experienced and completed any of the required and optional PD programs,
training, or frameworks during their employment at their respective institution. Those expressing interest in
participating in telephone interviews were sent an invitation letter providing details of the study as well as an
informed consent to be signed and returned to the researcher. From the initial 40 potential study participants
who responded to the research invitation, 18 committed to be interviewed. Participants for the study included
associate, part-time, or full-time adjunct online faculty from not-for-profit (NP, N = 10) and for-profit (FP, N
= 8) universities from 12 different higher education institutions. Pseudonyms were assigned to each of the
participants. Those individuals who did not commit to the interview may not have met the study’s
requirements, were disqualified based on the outlined criteria, or they self-selected not to proceed to the
interview phase of the study. The prescribed qualifications allowed the researchers to capture the participants’
insights and experiences regarding the types of PD and support received by faculty who work for online higher
education institutions.

Instrumentation
The nature of the open-ended questions (see Appendix) provided a platform for each participant to
spontaneously answer questions and expand upon responses to paint a clear picture of required or optional
university-based PD availability. There were five categories of questions asked of participants during the
interviews which included: types of PD experiences offered by their university or college, how adjunct faculty
were able to provide feedback to their institutions during PD, personal academic growth opportunities during
PD, experiences with their specific institution in relation to PD, and the PD experience when they had
onboarded for their current adjunct faculty position. The process of a semi-structured interview allowed for a
free flow of dialogue in a conversation style where the participants felt at ease to share their perspectives
about how PD at their institution is developed and rolled-out to online adjunct faculty; the frequency,
intended purpose of each meeting, session, or workshop; and if online adjunct faculty are encouraged to seek
additional PD offerings at their respective university or elsewhere.

Data Collection and Analysis
Interviews were conducted to gain a deeper understanding of experiences of PD and how PD opportunities
contributed to their personal academic growth. Telephone interviews were digitally audio recorded and
transcribed by the person conducting the interviews. The same researcher transcribed the audio recordings
and sent the Microsoft Word document to each participant for member checking (Yin, 2018).
During the initial phase of analysis, demographics were identified, and pseudonyms assigned. To accompany
each pseudonym, the abbreviation of not-for-profit (NP) or for-profit (FP) was included to delineate the type
of higher education institution of the study participant. The inductive analysis process was employed where a
comprehensive understanding of the data was expounded, including units of meaning and findings (Buus &
Perron, 2020; Ziegler et al., 2006). To visually denote each of the themes and establish codes, the text was
highlighted in five different colors in a working Google document (Johnston et al., 2017; Saldaña, 2015:
Saldaña & Omasta, 2022). This assisted in the identification of reoccurring themes. Team members
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individually analyzed each of the participants’ transcripts. The team collectively reviewed the results of the
participant’s accounts several times, identifying emerging codes, noting categories, followed by highlighting
specific themes. Several categories which constituted the themes emerged from the content analysis of the
participant’s transcripts. The specific themes were centered on the six categories identified as Communication
and Collegiality; Importance of Professional Development Content; Synchronous Engagement; Faculty Needs
to Support Students; Relevance of Professional Development Content; and Self-actualization.

Results
Participants met the minimum of five years of online teaching experience with an average of 12 years teaching
in an online learning environment. There were 10 female and 8 male participants whose ages ranged between
30 and 78. A substantial online presence, for the basis of this study, is defined as 80% or more of the student
population taking all of their courses online (Lederman, 2019). Each of the participants were active online
adjunct faculty during the COVID-19 pandemic and shared personal perspectives based on their
understanding of the PD frameworks of their respective higher education institutions. Since the study had
taken place during the summer of the year 2020 when COVID-19 was rampant, participants were able to
discuss PD experiences prior to the onset of the global pandemic and how COVID-19 may have placed an
emphasis on the need for PD, including its importance, frequency, and mode of delivery, and the impact on
their teaching and student concerns. Presented below are the results from each of the following themes:
Communication and Collegiality; Importance of Professional Development Content; Synchronous
Engagement; Faculty Needs to Support Students; Relevance of Professional Development Content; and Selfactualization.

Communication and Collegiality
When online adjunct faculty were asked about their top concerns regarding PD offered by their higher
education institutions, effective and meaningful communication and collegiality were the most discussed
topics. The participants reported that communication between universities and their online adjunct faculty is
critical, especially during COVID-19, for understanding exactly what type of PD may need to be developed and
offered to meet online adjunct faculty needs for personal and professional academic growth. When higher
education institutions treat online adjunct faculty with collegiality and listen to their voices, faculty feel that
they are heard, respected, and valued. Below are some of the responses indicating the importance of
communication and collegiality.
You mean you want to hear what I want? That’s great because at least I know someone is listening.
First, as an online adjunct faculty member I would like to be heard. Faculty have great ideas and
suggestions to support meaningful PD for all faculty that are motivated to support students in their
dreams of earning a higher education and degree. Faculty need to have a voice, and that there are
faculty who are in the trenches daily with our students, who have a voice that matters. ~ Katy (FP)
The main concern with PD, which I think my University does a great job of, is to listen to what
online adjunct faculty need and want, especially since COVID has struck. Those issues include
flexibility in how we should work with students who may be affected by COVID, grace periods for
assignments or the modification of the depth or number of assignments per week. This shows
faculty that the University really cares about us and values the contributions that we make in
delivering course content and supporting student success. The other thing, that what is presented
during the PD is appropriate for right now, are current, and we can immediately apply in our
classes with our students. Also, faculty have the chance to network and engage with other faculty,
which we really need. This is important so that we know we are not alone as online adjunct faculty,
you sometimes feel that way. ~Delia (NP)
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With any PD, the topics need to be current. We don’t want tried and true rehashing of the old PD.
That just turns off faculty. Instead online adjunct faculty need to be polled and solicited often by the
school and university as to what are the concerns or issues that are affecting students and faculty
now, today. Those are the PD events that need to be developed quickly and rolled out within four to
six weeks. What I can say, both the school and the university seem to understand the urgency of
relevant, timely, and current PD which is more important now because of the pandemic. By the
university listening to faculty input, then you have faculty who will be true to the school and
university and will remain with the institution for the long-haul. When faculty are recognized as
professionals and the valuable insights they bring to the table, the school, and the university
benefits. The school and the university should think of themselves as a living, breathing entity.
Therefore, the process is ever changing and organic. ~Carly (NP)
I will say, when I first started teaching for the University, there was a real positive attitude about
online adjunct faculty, we were valued and our voices were heard. We were regularly contacted for
our opinions on what we wanted to see in PD, updates to curriculum, and any other concerns that
we had. This wasn’t because I was new or this was a honeymoon period. Other faculty that I was
able to network with felt the same and they had been with the University longer. Now, we feel
overworked and underappreciated, even more so with COVID. I have had to take on additional
students, many of whom normally were taking classes in-person at a local campus and this is their
first time in distance learning. Why would I give my time to a PD that will not be a value-add to my
teaching and students? ~Sara (FP)

Importance of Professional Development Content
The following excerpts from the participant interviews demonstrated that online adjunct faculty have an
ongoing awareness of the importance of PD content. Depending on the university and the value placed on
online adjunct faculty PD, the participant’s experiences varied greatly. Faculty observed if their departments
and universities were open-minded and informed, and whether the content presented in PD was more likely
to be relevant and current. Faculty were able to be informed and take an active role in the PD process.
The content needs to be up to date and the way it is delivered also differs from one training to the
next. It looks the same and in some cases the questions are the same from one training to the next.
How do I know? I keep a copy of the questions and my responses from the previous training.
~Bernie (FP)
The content of the PD events must be those in which online adjunct faculty can directly relate to, is
new, and current. Right now we need PD that addresses issues surrounding COVID. Issues from
COVID for faculty is the impact on non-online students now having to integrate into distance
learning. Some of those students are floundering. We need to know how to work with these students.
Much of the PD from the training seems to be the same, slightly updated but overall, it’s nothing to
write home about. We need current and updated content that addresses real issues that faculty are
experiencing now, like COVID, in the class with students, like mentioned above. Have faculty
facilitate PD. Our faculty are very talented and should be able to take on these roles, not just lead
faculty or program managers, real boots on the ground faculty. This is how the university can gain
credibility with its faculty. ~Katy (FP)
The content is well developed by the PD developers, program managers, and administrators.
Everything is well thought out for the specific training, workshop, and webinars offered. Each of the
events have current information that directly applies to support our students and is led by faculty,
who we can relate to. Allowing online adjunct faculty to take an active role in PD brings credibility
to each of the events offered. ~ Lisa (NP)
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Synchronous Engagement
When asked about expectations of PD opportunities provided by their universities, the online adjunct faculty
study participants stated engagement was of great importance, especially when engagement is synchronous.
Faculty acknowledged that while asynchronous meetings have value for policy based or mandated training,
there is a strong preference to meet with colleagues in real time for meaningful interaction and immediate
feedback. Based on the study participants’ responses, adjunct faculty who taught at institutions that placed
importance on synchronous professional development were more satisfied in teaching at their respective
institutions. Responses highlighting engagement included those below:
In a PD event, I want and expect to be engaged in the event. Engagement means there is interaction
with participants and between participants, in real-time, not just asynchronously. I want and
expect to learn information that is timely which I can then use immediately in the classroom or
professionally, such as how to support my students during COVID. I want and expect that to be
respected and have the ability to share opinions, ask questions, and obtain answers live during such
events. ~Steve (FP)
The PD for my for-profit university is old and tired looking and there is no real faculty interaction.
A few of the online adjunct faculty who may know each other will respond to one another in the
discussion posts. And the facilitator tries, but they are overwhelmed by the sheer number of people
in the workshop. To be active or want to be active in PD, there needs to be real-time engagement
with faculty. The topics to be presented need to be current and relevant to faculty and translatable
to the classroom. Also, I need to learn something that I didn’t know before, maybe a new skill or
technique or how to integrate technology into my classes. ~Bernie (FP)
Faculty need opportunities to engage with other faculty, to interact in a live setting. That’s how we
share best practices and learn from one another. Asynchronous training is great for HR type of
compliance, but for day-to-day type trainings, live is the way to go. Now if people cannot go to a
live session, then record the session so others can listen later on. If they have questions or something
to add, then they can correspond with a specific person. ~Katy (FP)
I understand having an asynchronous system for general online adjunct faculty meetings and the
content area meetings, but these are not beneficial. I feel that I am only going through the motions
to check off a box for compliance. There is no true interaction. Even though I feel these types of
meetings are a waste of time, I do them anyway so that I can still work with my students. ~Bree
(FP)
When I do attend an event, first I expect that the PD is well run. The smoother the better, that makes
the event enjoyable. Then I want to be sure when I go to the event, I want to be able to engage with
others while learning something. If I am taking time out of my day, not getting paid, then it better
be an event with content that will help me be a better faculty to my students. ~Jason (FP)
To have a positive experience in PD first would be to listen to what faculty really would like to have
as a professional growth opportunity. To have a positive PD experience the content has to be
engaging and it has to be relevant. Additionally a great PD is succinct and to the point. Faculty, just
like everybody else, have time constraints and currently are going through Zoom burnout because
they are on video conferencing continuously. ~Ray (FP)
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Faculty Needs to Support Students
The following excerpts from the participant interviews demonstrated that online adjunct faculty have an
ongoing awareness and knowledge of their roles as faculty members representing their universities, a conduit
of teaching knowledge based on the mission and vision of their institutions, and supporting student learning
and degree completion.
The university needs to invest in developing new PD content. The only way this is going to happen is
if the university listens to faculty and we have a voice. ~Consensus among FP Study Participants
For PD to have meaning to me, not only do I need to learn something, a skill, or a new program, but
I need to have content that is applicable today, that I can use right away or have access the minute I
need it. In live trainings or webinars, the content does need to have a sense of urgency, more so with
the global pandemic and how this affects us and our students. ~Katy (FP)
If I were to design a PD, I would make sure there are opportunities to engage. I would make sure
what is shared in PD sessions, webinars, and trainings are relevant and of interest to faculty. Right
now, concerns surround the global pandemic, and those discussions are needed. Most importantly,
ask faculty what they would like to see. What are the things or skills they need in order to best serve
students? ~ Missy (NP)
Most important is that the information that is presented in a PD is current, what is happening in the
world, and directly related to the content and what our faculty and students need. Also, that faculty
and leads who are supporting us listen to our feedback and then incorporate that feedback into the
upcoming PD. Also, that the PD is sustained over time and that there is always engagement with
faculty. What I like is that our opinions are requested and that we are really being listened to. ~
Anita (NP)
The PD I need to see is based on supporting students who are feeling isolation, having difficult times,
and are stressed based on COVID. I need strategies from the University and resources I can share to
support these students. Same with Black Lives Matter. For some of our students they have been
impacted by both events. The University needs to show that they care and provide faculty the
resources needed to support our students. Again, this comes down to recognizing the problems
currently happening in the world and then develop PD that is timely to deal with such occurrences.
~Olive (FP)
When attending any PD, my hope is that I will be learning a new skill, best practice, or something
that is relevant to my students or my needs. An example would be learning a form of mediation
practice that can help to reduce stress, especially now because of COVID. I want to be able to
interact with other faculty and actively engage in learning. ~Carly (NP)
To support my personal growth, I would like to see specific PD opportunities and strategies of how
to support students who are going through isolation or feelings of isolation, difficult times, have
extenuating circumstances, and overall feel stressed. If such PD is available with specific current
strategies, then I feel I would be in a better position to be able to point my students in the right
direction to get additional support. I would also be able to have basic strategies and means of being
able to encourage my students even though they feel the weight of the world on their shoulders. I am
not a psychologist or psychiatrist so I do not have these strategies or tools available to me to
support my students. This is where the University needs to step up to support faculty and their
growth as facilitators in the classroom. ~Ted (FP)
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Most of the training is to keep us up to date in how to teach our students. The recent workshops
included a topic that was current and relevant, Innovations in Remote and Blended Classrooms.
One of the questions that drove the workshop was: How do we get that knowledge and that love of
our topic area to our students, who will continue to grow with it in their own assignments and
readings? The workshop looked at how to integrate technologies to further engagement of students
in the class, even using Kahoot in this capacity and looking at other video conferencing features.
~Ajay (NP)

Relevance of Professional Development Content
When discussing the relevance of professional development content, online adjunct faculty from both not-forprofit and for-profit universities commented on the direct connections of PD to curriculum and the
immediacy of what is needed in the classroom. The following excepts are indicative of those conversations:
Really it has to do with the information having to be just in time, relevant, and something that I can
relate to, which will allow me to improve my teaching to assist students. We need this type of
support, really right now [due to COVID] in how to know how to handle delicate situations that may
have been brought on by the global pandemic. ~Bernie (FP)
Having guest speakers at PDs provides a different perspective as to what is available at the
university and how to access that information. Plus, we can ask all types of questions. The speakers
share specific resources that are available to faculty this includes assistive technology and resources
to support faculty and students. ~Gretchen (NP)
If you have a PD experience that is interactive and engaging, people will come and they will walk
away learning something. I just attended PD within my department where we are meeting once a
week for four weeks to discuss specific topics related to teaching in higher ed and COVID. ~Ray (FP)
I would like to see PD developed based on faculty concerns and that is current and relevant. Such as
how do we work with students who are experiencing COVID or the hardships that have occurred
because of COVID. How about webinars to support faculty mental health and wellness. Or what
about developing a webinar group that gets together to do yoga together. ~Sam (FP)

Self-Actualization
Participants were cognizant of the role they play in PD events offered by their respective higher education
institutions. There was agreement among participants that online adjunct faculty are responsible for getting
the most out of PD experiences offered, coming into each meeting with an open mind and a willingness to
learn something new that may benefit themselves and their students. Self-actualization was perceived by the
participants as their level of satisfaction with PD opportunities to support their personal and professional
academic growth; being free to have the creativity to reach their learning potential; and successfully apply
what had been erudite, which can then be applied to their teaching practice. To fully understand selfactualization, online adjunct faculty recognized personal strengths to build on and understand challenges
faced regardless of world events. Having the fortitude to recognize the characteristics of self-actualization in
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic can bring about a recognition of core personal values. In particular, the
well-being of faculty was imperative to successful teaching and integration of meaningful and relevant
curriculum when supporting students during unprecedented times. Self-actualization is reflection in the
quotes below:
Each PD I have gone to I have learned something. The skills and strategies learned from other
faculty have made me rethink how to teach classes, get students engaged, and really listen to what
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my students need now. Also, I learn new strategies of how to deal with different and difficult issues
that are happening right now that our students face and how I can better help them cope. ~ Ashlee
(NP)
I have enjoyed each of the PD experiences that I have been involved in. I always end a PD event
excited that I met someone new, learned something new, and was able to share experiences with
program managers that have the ear of the college, so my voice is heard. I do feel that my voice is
heard, which makes me feel good. ~Delia (NP)
I like the variety of training, especially now with a focus on students and how they are doing in the
midst of COVID. Continue the focus on faculty and student mental health. I also like the blogs on PD.
The University is not afraid to direct us to other places that have great PD available, especially
during this crisis.~ Ajay (NP)
I go into every PD knowing I will be able to network with other faculty and be immersed in an event
where I will learn something new that I can use in the classroom with my students, in my personal
research, or to better myself as an individual. My expectations are not to be entertained, but to get
resources that can help me help my students. I do love the ability to engage with other faculty. It’s
always fun to see what others are up to, hear stories, and learn best practices. ~Anita (NP)
It’s an opportunity to get together and share experiences, offer suggestions, and feedback in a nonjudgmental free zone. This is refreshing since there is no judgement and the faculty who attend
really have their colleagues’ and students’ interests at heart. ~Carly (NP)

Summary
The themes reflect the areas of focus developers of university provided PD must take into consideration when
creating professional development curricula, workshops, and seminars with the faculty member in mind. The
participants felt a professional and personal responsibility to share their perspectives and observations of
what is needed to cultivate a culture where online adjunct faculty’s voices are heard and integrated in the
development and dissemination of meaningful and relevant PD. From the adjunct faculty’s perspective,
meaningful and relevant PD content, especially during COVID-19, needed to have a focus on the mental health
and wellness of both faculty and students. Additionally, the participants noted the importance of focusing on
issues that are related to COVID-19 such as university accepted practices to support students, modifications to
assignments and flexibility of due dates, and working with students who traditionally took in-person classes
and transitioned into distance learning due to COVID in order to maintain their standing within the university
program or financial aid assistance. Each participant noted the importance of developing a collegial
relationship with educators to share knowledge with open lines of communication. Participants described
their experiences of sharing knowledge pertaining to ongoing PD for higher education institutions to gain an
awareness of the needs of online adjunct faculty. They commented on how current, timely, and pertinent PD
opportunities, specifically in times of uncertainty brought about by unforeseen events such as the COVID-19
pandemic, can be integrated and applied to further support faculty personal development, mental health,
wellbeing, and academic growth.

Discussion
With the current educational climate influenced by the global pandemic, our intention in this study was to
share the experiences of online adjunct faculty who are knowledgeable of PD opportunities throughout their
tenures within higher education prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Accountability, pressures, and
demands that are placed on higher education institutions have shown that, in some cases, the level of success
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in supporting faculty, especially when unpredictable demands arise, varies greatly depending on the mission
and vision of the institution (Roy & Covelli, 2020; Ulmer, 2020; Vlachopoulos, 2020).
Additionally, many universities struggle to provide support services for online adjunct faculty, leaving faculty
to their own devices to adapt to each situation that is presented (Roy & Covelli, 2020). Both not-for-profit and
for-profit online adjunct faculty have approached PD sessions with a readiness to learn, a willingness to
collaborate with other faculty, and derive some key takeaways that they can apply in the classroom. Based on
the findings of this study, it is clear that online adjunct faculty from universities and colleges that are not-forprofit tend to value professional growth opportunities and services greater than faculty from for-profit
universities.
There are instances where PD can address the continued need for personal and professional academic growth,
especially in times of sudden change (Piazza & Rizzari, 2020; Roy & Covelli, 2020). Thus, online adjunct
faculty can hone new skills used to support student learning that can be applied to the classroom. Piazza and
Rizzari (2020) affirmed the importance of improving the quality of university teaching. This ties in with the
theme Faculty Needs to Support Students which emerged from our study. While PD opportunities exist to
support “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Loeng, 2018, p. 4), in some instances PD needs to have
the flexibility to be modified or updated to address current issues that arise in times of crisis.
Participants in this study mentioned, on several occasions, the need for current and relevant content, points
encapsulated in the themes of Importance of Professional Development Content and Relevance of
Professional Development Content. This study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic which created a
“new world” for online faculty and the students they serve. The literature review showed a desired outcome of
the PD process was for learning with content for faculty to authentically learn tasks based on real-world
activities (Doherty, 2011; Gast et al., 2017; Gutterman & Mitchell, 2016; Stewart, 2014), which is in keeping
with our research findings.It was mentioned earlier that faculty will pursue PD if the content is equitable,
meaningful, includes praxis and reflection, and will increase their level of job satisfaction throughout their
career (MacPhail et al., 2019; Stewart, 2014). This again agrees with the themes of Importance of Professional
Development Content and Relevance of Professional Development Content derived from this study.
Faculty also noted the importance of embracing the learning process, which necessitates additional time to
comprehend the realities of what is happening at the university level due to COVID-19 (Polikoff et al., 2020).
Therefore, it is entirely reasonable that online adjunct faculty could rely on modifications of content presented
in PD offerings to maneuver the changes needed to continue to be effective in the classroom and to support
students when the need arises.The other themes that emerged from our research—namely Communication
and Collegiality; Synchronous Engagement; and Self-Actualization did not explicitly emerge in the previous
studies reviewed. These findings add to the literature about faculty professional development. As mentioned
in the literature review, while the correlation between the PD of faculty and the advancement of student
learning is evident, PD has not been given continuous and systematic awareness by universities to support
their online adjunct faculty (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). This makes the current study relevant and necessary
to add to the continuity mentioned and to increase the body of knowledge on the PD of faculty.

Significance
Online adjunct faculty are significant change agents within their universities. The faculty’s perceptions on how
universities value their online adjunct faculty as members of the university community may play a crucial role
in determining the importance placed on PD practices. Relevant insights into online adjunct faculty’s PD
experiences and their perspectives about needed enhancements to PD are at the heart of the current study.
The contributions and findings from this study could benefit course enhancement and curriculum
development of university-based PD programs to support the teaching of online adjunct faculty, which are not
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location or time specific, and may be beneficial given the need for social distancing and other ramifications
necessitated by the current COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, developing PD programs specifically to address
the unique needs and experiences of online adjunct faculty that focus on the relevance of content,
synchronous engagement, and how to specifically support students during times of crises, could be beneficial
to the university and ultimately the students served (Setswe et al., 2019; Vlachopoulos, 2020). These PD
programs could entail adding specific reading content and tailored collaborative synchronous discussion
activities to address the expressed concerns raised by online adjunct faculty to the university. The inclusion of
such content and collaborative activities would serve as a model for how online adjunct faculty can approach
their own course instruction. Additionally, such programs could help to meet online adjunct faculty’s needs of
self-esteem and self-actualization, which may lead to increased job satisfaction and performance. A deeper
understanding of the impact of relevant PD based on online adjunct faculty needs, especially due to the onset
and continuous impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, should be researched further.

Limitations of the Study
Several limitations need to be addressed. First, the number of participants and population was derived from a
single professional international educational organization, AECT. Although the initial invitation to participate
in the study was sent to approximately 2000 members of AECT, a limited number of 40 participants replied to
the solicitation with 18 agreeing to be interviewed. Although participants invited to take part in the study were
from a single educational professional organization, future studies could include participants from multiple
professional organizations, practitioners in the field, and higher education institutions. To increase the
number of participants and broaden the applicability of any future findings, professional snowball sampling
as a method of selection of participants could be employed. Future research is needed that directly examines
satisfaction among veteran online adjunct faculty based on faculty driven professional development initiatives
offered by their respective institutions of higher education. Additional research studies may focus on the
relationship of differing approaches to professional development and online adjunct faculty success in the
classroom.

Implications for Theory and Practice
While online adjunct faculty are accustomed to the online teaching platform, they are confronted with new
challenges emanating from the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, online adjunct faculty now had to assist a
higher number of students in understanding and navigating the nuances of a different learning system as they
had shifted to an online delivery platform and provide support to help students cope with the stressors and
personal crisis created by the pandemic. This study is particularly timely given the current increase of
university courses offered and taught by online adjunct faculty due to the onset of the global pandemic.
Higher education institutions need to be able to readily adapt and change in times of crises to support faculty
(Roy & Covelli, 2020; Ulmer, 2020). From the perspective of online adjunct faculty, this is an opportune time
for universities to work collectively with their online adjunct faculty to truly listen to their voices to develop
stealthy, current, and relevant PD.
Future research should aim to identify specific measures universities can take to listen, cultivate, develop, and
implement PD opportunities for online adjunct faculty that take into consideration the specific observations
and unique virtual teaching experiences faced by faculty and students. Other studies based on this initial work
may nurture and inform successful implementation of PD programs at online universities to support and
retain online adjunct faculty. Other research questions to consider may include: When do online adjunct
faculty know their university values their contributions? How does a university ensure online adjunct faculty
voices are heard in developing quality online courses? What types of avenues will universities offer to online
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adjunct faculty to increase faculty engagement in university governance? From an online adjunct faculty
perspective, what are the types of PD needed to address the challenges of distance learning amid the COVID19 pandemic? What do online adjunct faculty think is necessary and important to overcome these problems?
Better understanding of these issues could provide useful guidance on specific ways to target increased
engagement of online adjunct faculty in matters of university governance to support online adjunct faculty job
satisfaction, retention, and engagement.

Conclusions
This study reminds us that there are numerous variables, including unforeseen crises such as the COVID-19
pandemic, that need to be considered when developing, implementing, and presenting PD for online adjunct
faculty professional and personal growth. Because faculty want to be listened to and heard, the PD
development and implementation process needs to be interactive with buy-in and support within all levels of
higher learning institutions to support online adjunct faculty, regardless of whether the university is for-profit
or not-for-profit. Since there is not a one-size-fits-all university, the same holds true for PD that is offered to
online adjunct faculty. Professional growth opportunities for online adjunct faculty should be a meaningful
interaction and exchange of ideas to further support faculty while upholding the mission and vision of each
respective institution.
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Appendix
Interview Questions
Demographic Questions/Ice Breakers
•
•
•
•

Could you tell me the area that best describes your age: 30–40, 41–50, 51–60, older?
Do you work for a non-profit or for-profit online university?
What is your primary area of teaching, department, or college?
How long have you been participating in PD experiences at your university?

Interview Questions
When responding to any of the following questions, also consider the impact COVID-19 has had on
opportunities for PD, personal and professional academic growth, and supporting students during these
unprecedented times.
Types of PD Experiences
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

What type of PD have you been a participant? Webinars, workshops, or training, or other.
How often are the PD events held?
What are some of the content or topics that are covered in the PD? Has the content or those topics
changed due to COVID?
Are the PD events based on university updates such as changes in university policy? Or something
else?
How often are refresher PD events held? Are those mandatory or optional? Does the university
compensate you for attending? Are these events synchronous or asynchronous?
What are your expectations when you experience PD? Has these expectations changed because of
COVID? Suggested Prompt: Tell me more about that.
What are your top concerns? Suggested Prompt: Tell me more about that.
Can you tell me about a time where you were participating in PD and you were having a positive
experience?
Can you tell me about a time where you were participating in PD and you were having a negative
experience? How would you have guided the content to a more positive experience?
Have you ever encountered a conflict when given direction in PD? Did the training, workshop, or
webinar state something that was different from the direction you may have been given by a
supervisor or who you directly report to?
What changes would you make in the PD in order to foster a more positive outcome? Tell me about
what components of PD would encourage a positive experience.
What components of PD do you consider promoted a negative experience?
During any of your PD experiences, were there any surprises?

Surveys and Opportunity to Provide Feedback
•

Do you have the opportunity to complete a survey about the PD experience? Does the survey have an
open-ended question?

•

What comments, suggestions, or feedback would you share with those who facilitated the PD?

•

What comments, suggestions, or feedback would you share with faculty to encourage their
participation in PD?
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Personal Academic Growth
•
•
•

How has PD supported your personal and professional academic growth as a faculty member for your
university? Has this changed because of COVID?
What type of PD opportunities would you like to see that would support your personal growth? Also
consider the impact of COVID.
Do you ever attend PD opportunities that are not offered by your university, sponsored by a
professional organization, to further your personal and professional academic growth? If so, what are
these and how often? Has this changed due to COVID? If so, how?

PD and Your University
•
•

How do PD opportunities make you feel about your university? Suggested prompt: Consider prior to
COVID and now.
Would the support that you have received in PD encourage you to ask other educators who are not
faculty at your institution to apply for a position within your university?

Onboarding
•
•
•

•

If you can remember your onboarding experience with your university, what was that experience like?
If you have changed positions within the university, did you receive additional onboarding-type
training for the new position?
For example, you have been asked to teach a master’s seminar course where in the past you had been
teaching undergraduate content classes. Or at the doctoral level you have taught content classes, now
you are a methodologist that works with a specific group of doctoral students throughout their
doctoral journey.
If you have not received additional training support for a new position, do you believe the training or
having a mentor would have been helpful? Why or why not?

Closing
•
•

Do you have any questions or anything that you would like to add to our conversation about PD?
Thank you for participating in the study.
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